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Is There Life after Turner?
The Continuing Search for the
Grand Synthesis and art
Autonomous West: A Review Essay
DONALD

J. PISANI

All western historians-even those who grow weary or testy af the
mere mention of the "New Western History"-will find this collection
of essays provocative and useful. It resulted from a project funded by
the National Endowment for the Humanities and sponsored by the
Arizona, Colorado, New Mexico, Utah, and Wyoming State Endowments or Councils for the Humanities. The book is divided into three
parts. The first consists of several papers presented at a symposium
held in September 1989 at Santa Fe: Donald Worster's "Beyond the
Agrarian Myth"; Richard White's "Trashing the Trails"; and Peggy
Pascoe's "Western Women at the Cultural Crossroad." This section also
includes Patricia Limerick's "The Trail to Santa Fe: The Unleashing of
the Western Public Intellectual," which explains why the conference
was held and the public response to it. However, most of the volume
is devoted to previously published work on the New Western History
(NWH) or new approaches to western history. Four brief essays by
Limerick, Gerald Thompson, Michael Malone, and Elliott West first
Donald J. Pisani is Merrick Professor of Western American history in the University
of Oklahoma. He is a specialist in the law, natural resources, and the economy of the
United States. His most recent book, To Reclaim a' Divided West: Water, WW, and Public
Policy, 1848-1902 (1992), is the latest volume in the Billington Frontier Series, published
by the University of New Mexico Press.
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Trails: Toward a New Western History. Edited by Patricia Nelson Limerick, Clyde
A. Milner II, and Charles E. Rankin. (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas,
1991. xv + 295 pp. Illustrations, tables, notes, index. $29.95 cloth, $12.95
paper.)
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appeared in the summer 1990 issue of Montana the Magazine of Western
History. These form the second part of ,the book, supplemented by
Brian Bippie's "American Wests: Historiographical Perspectives," originally published in the October 1989 issue of American Studies International. The final section brings together articles by Michael Malone,
William G. Robbins, and Walter Nugent which originally appeared in
the November 1989 issue of the Western Historical Quarterly.
The New Western History is tooted in the personal experiences
of its leading practitioners-in their passion, anger, outrage, and frustration. Its leading exponents are Patricia Limerick and Donald Worster.
Professor Limerick freely admits that her world view was conditioned
by growing up in Banning, California, the kind of arid and culturally
div~rse community that neither Frederick Jackson Turner lior his postWorld War II disciples gave much attention to in their studies of the
nineteenth-century West. Later, as a graduate student, she was presented with two. conflicting interpretations of history; that "historians
were purely objective assemblers of data" and that history was completely relativistic, an academic discipline in which " Everything was a
matter of point of view and interpretation" (p. 66). Limerick found the
second vi~w most persuasive.
",
Limerick's history builds on several interlocking assumptions. First;"
conquest, exploitation, suffering, and injustice better explain the West"
than heroic stories about white pioneers subduing the wilderness and
making a better life. The West is a. land of broken and unfulfilled
dreams, a regiori that more than any other reflects the seamy side of
the American past. Second, history should be useful and speak to the
problems of our time. As Professor Limerick explains: "Professors write
for other professors; specialization, jargon, and academic timidity have
placed a canyon between public audiences and intellectuals" (p. 76).
Third, since ther,e is no way to escape one's individual past, why try?
Why not celebra\te the unique vision our individual experience gives
us rather than engage in a futile struggle to deny or escape it in the
name of "objectivity"? Historians should care about their subjects and
not fear advocacy. By burying Turner once and for all, we will broaden
western history and resurrect a past more relevant to contemporary
concerns. We ~ill see the West in all its dimensions. The "mission" of
the NWH is to look at the West as a place-albeit with fuzzy boundaries-rather than as a process of economic development. It is to replace
•the model of "progress" and "improvement" that the' Old Western
:Historians embraced with one that demonstrates how all westerners
ihave interacted with each other and with their physical environment.
~Villainy should take its place hext to heroism, vice next to virtue, and
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defeat next to victory. All arbitrary and artificial boundaries between
the nineteenth- and twentieth-century wests should be obliterated.
Each of these essays deserves at least brief attention, and most
warrant a more thorough summary and analysis than they receive here.
The collection opens with Worster's piece, which argues that Turner's
famous 1893 address was an expression of the agrarian myth-narrowly conceived even for its own time. Turner assumed, in Worster's
words, that "a simple, rural people" moved west and there created "a
peaceful productive life.... Sturdy yeoman farmers would have here
the chance to live rationally and quietly, free of all contaminating influences" (pp. 7-8). The West offered a return to innocence, a haven
from the poverty, racial and class conflict common to the East of the
1890s. Not only was Turner wrong about how the frontier operated,
he lacked both the "critical acuity" and "intellectual passion" to criticize
his own society. He was both evasive and dishonest, blind to the
"shameful side" of westward expansion. He omitted from his story
"whatever interfered with what he regarded as the greater truth: the
genesis of a free people" (p. 10).
It is not so much that Turner misread the West that bothers Worster,
or even that Turner ignored the dark side of American history, but that
the father of western history turned study of the region into a patriotic
ritual. He paved the way for a generation of historians who were as
uncritical as the master, who continued to regard the West as a mythic
land long after industrialization'and urbanization had all but obliterated
whatever rural identity the region once had. Unfortunately, in recent
decades rampant western economic development has led to a "ruthless
assault on nature" and "death, depletion, and ruin" (p. 18). It has
produced a concentration of industrial power unprecedented in American history. Westerners have worked hard to catch up and become
players iIi. the national (and now international) economy. Yet, Worster
maintains, the West is still exceptional: "it may be the American west
that best exemplifies the capitalistic state at work" (p. 20). The region
contains "power elites that don't quite look like those in other areas,
particularly those elites located at intersections between the federal
land management agencies and their client groups-for example, the
Bureau of Land Management and the various livestock associations,
or the Bureau of Reclamation and western irrigation districts" (p. 21).
The mission of the New Western History is to explain how this concentration of power occurred, give the dispossessed a place in the story,
and show how the "majority, male-dominated culture" (p. 17) worked
and works. For too long, Turner has distracted westerners from considering the historical roots of their present condition.
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Many New Western Historians think that two of the field's new
subspecialties, women's history and environmental history, are central
to this reappraisal of the past. Peggy Pascoe credits the NWH with
encouraging the study of women in the West, but she suggests that
we need to look at the region as a "cultural crossroads" not just focus
on white pioneer women. Since" the exploitation and subjugation of
minorities has been a critical feature of western history, we must study
the interaction of race, class, gender, and domesticity to see how women
coped in a world where political and economic power were held by
men. Unlike many New Western Historians, however, Pascoe fears
that western historians talk only to themselves. "What I'd like to see,"
Pascoe notes, "is a western history less concerned with defining the
boundaries of its subfield and more concerned with connecting itself
to the rest of American history" (p. 43).
Richard White credits the New We.stern History with abandoning
the old distinction between "lands of nature" and "lands of culture."
He emphasizes that nature and culture exist on the same continuum.
Nature as something "out there"-remote and separate from human
beings--disappears in White's analysis. The West is different from other
parts of the nation "not only because it is physically different but also
because that difference is shaped by distinctive relationships between
contesting groups, and conflicts are resolved through an institutional
structure different in important ways from other parts of the country"
(p. 38). White thinks that environmental history must be read in human
institutions and values, not just in the land.
Elliott West's essay, "A Longer, Grimmer, but More Interesting
Story:' argues that western history is being reconceptualized in several
different ways: through the current concern for history "from the bottom up" (including his study of children); through a greater appreciation for the West as a unique place; through a reexamination of the
West's defining characteristics, such as aridity; and through the work
of those who are trying to see the story of the West as part of national·
or international stories. This last characteristic of the NWH prompted
the editors to include the William Robbins and Walter Nugent pieces.
Robbins' "Laying Seige to Western History: The'Emergence of New
Paradigms" repeats the familiar refrain that western history's basic
problem is lack of theory. While applauding the recent research in social
history, he suggests that the western experience should be treated as
one chapter in the emergence of "global capitalism" (p. 182). American
historians, he argues, have been slow to learn from European scholars,
who have long experimented with world systems, dependency· mod-
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eling, and other "novel formulations and methodologies" (pp. 18687).
Nugent's "Frontiers and Empires in the Late Nineteenth Century"
looks at the colonization efforts of European powers in different parts
of the world prior to 1914. It links the West to the expansion of Europe
and compares economic development in the West to that in other parts
of the world, but it is decidedly outside the NWH in its concern for
the frontier process. Nugent's central question is why did colonization
in some parts of the world result in the conquest of indigenous people
and in others not? There were many reasons, he thinks, but demography provides one of the best explanations. Whether a frontier was
stable or unstable and whether it flourished or disappeared depended
largely on the size and nature of the indigenous population, the number
of women among the intruders, whether the region was settled initially
by families or single males, and the age distribution of the men. Nugent
points out that Americans and Canadians wanted to settle and make
permanent homes in North America, not just exploit a hinterland.
Culture also played a part: native peoples in the western hemisphere
resisted conquest less successfully than the Hindus, Annamese, Thai,
or Javanese. None of this is surprising or particularly new, but Nugent's
typology is useful, particularly when supplemented with environmental historian Alfred Crosby's explanations of why Europeans were so
much more successful in conquering the New World than Africa or
Asia, as discussed in Ecological Imperialism: The Biological Expansion of

Europe, 900-1900 (1986).
Critics of the NWH receive only 13 of 214 pages of text. They
complain that the historiographical distinction between the OWH and
the NWH is unfair, misleading, and dangerous. It contributes to an
"us-them" mentality and fails to recognize that the vast majority of
western historians long ago accepted most of what the New Western
Historians are saying. For example, while Michael Malone has joined
a number of New Western Historians in urging that the West be regarded as an economic hinterland comparable to others around the
world, and while he thinks that Turner's thesis has outlived its use-.
fulness, he finds little new in the NWH. Most work published recently,
in his view, simply addresses different subjects and topics. Moreover,
while he considers the New Western History more "inclusive," that
very inclusiveness blurs its focus. It cannot be defined as a "school,"
as "progressive" history could, because neither "conquest" nor any
other interpretive model provides a tool powerful enough to unify the
field. Malone accepts western exceptionalism, insisting that aridity, a
heavy reliance on the federal government, the recency of the American
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frontier experience, and the region's dependence on extractive industries make it different (p. 148). Trends in the study of the West, he
contends, are simply a reflection of the historiography of the United
States as a whole. As proof, he notes that the New Western History
is weak exactly where American history as a whole is weak: in the
study of the economy, "the political and governmental order," and
"major events of day-tn-day life" (p. 100). He also denies that the NWH
has done a better job of building bridges between academicians and
the public than past masters. No one, he maintains, did this better
than the De Votos, Stegners, and Billingtons--to name just a few. It
remains to be seen whether the NWH will have such enduring public
appeal.
Gerald Thompson echoes many of Malone's points, adding that
the New Western History often suffers from "a simplicity of analysis."
He denies that a unified or coherent West has ever existed-at least in
the same way that the South was defined by slavery, secession and
Reconstruction, or that New England was defined by Puritanism and
.,
a sense of religious mission. According to Thompson, the balkanization'
of Western history, not the curse of Frederick Jackson Turner, produced
much of the current ferment in the field. Moreover, Thompson challenges the gloomy picture painted by many New Western Historians'
by arguing that life in the West has been better for most, which explains
why so many legal and illegal immigrants have flooded into California
and other states from Mexico, Latin America, and Asia. The West m a y '
not have lived up to its promise, but it still represents hope and opportunity.
The best essay in this volume-a model of good sense-is Brian
Dippie's "American Wests:. Historiographical Perspectives." Dippie, like
Malone, deemphasizes the line between old and new. His essay rests
on the assumption that there are good, bad, and mediocre historians
in all generations. None see everything, but some have greater vision
and construct more compelling narratives than others. A whole generation of scholars, from Earl Pomeroy and Howard Lamar to William
Goetzmann and Lewis Gould to Gene Gressley and Gerald Nash, tackled important topics in political, economic, and urban history that were
neglected by Turner. Only Earl Pomeroy has offered a persuasive alternative to the frontier thesis, but he has been neglected because he
questioned the West's uniqueness--the central and unquestioned article of faith among both the old and new western historians. Pomeroy,
of course, 'considered the West more imitative than innovative and
maintained that the frontier experience did more to reinforce traditional
values than to change them. Similarly, it is easy to forget that Pomeroy
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and Gerald Nash, not the New Western Historians, led the fight to
move the study of western history into the twentieth century. In short,
western history was in flux long before the NWH came on the scene.
Dippie is also skeptical that new methodologies will transform western
history. No theory or method will substitute for a lack of imagination.
In fact, as long as western historians think they must take all their cues
from others, the field will remain a backwater of American history (p.
136). The Dippie essay alone is worth the price of the book.
The NWH has added intellectual excitement to the study of the
American West, but'it has many blind spots. The insatiable appetite
western historians demonstrate for historiography is Frederick Jackson
Turner's most painful legacy. All historians take inventory from time
to time, and all fields are subject to malaise. But the energy some
western historians devote to the search for comprehensive theses and
models does little to advance our knowledge of the West. Since they
realize that finding an all-encompassing model is unlikely, they are
condemned, like the Flying Dutchman of legend, to search for a "port"
that is at least elusive, at most forbidden.
Western historians would do well to read and re-read Eric Monkkonen's "The Dangers of Synthesis" in the December 1986 issue of the
American Historical Review. Monkkonen argues that the splintering of
American history into smaller and smaller pieces over the last couple
of decades has resulted not just from specialization but from the healthy
realization that there is no "whole" national past. Specialization has
encouraged diversity and innovation while the search for synthesis has
often forced historians to "follow the leader" rather than to formulate
new questions and methods of analysis. Monkkonen cites the example
of his own field, American urban history. In the wake of Stephen
Thernstrom's The Other Bostonians (1973), the field became obsessed
with mobility studies, to the exclusion of many other important subjects. The Thernstrom synthesis became an end in itself, not the beginning of new scholarly process. "Although the writing of synthesis
continued, and article after article about the 'new' urban history poured
out (I have counted over sixty-five), publications of empirical research
apparently ceased" (p. 1149). The profession could survive without
synthesis, Monkkonen concludes, but not without the empirical research that provides the monographs and articles that serve as the
foundation for synthesis.
Whether Monkkonen is right or wrong about synthesis, many New
Western Historians seem intent on "killing the fathers." That may be
inevitable, but we should spend some time studying our family tree
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so that we understand what we have inherited and from whom. The
NWH has been slow to connect the history of the West to that of the
nation in the decades after World War II. It is important to remember
that the frontier thesis was popular among western historians not just
because it gave western history its identity and placed western history
at the heart of the national experience, but because Turner's ideas
reinforced many features of American exceptionalism that were widely
accepted well into the 1960s both within academia and without. As
Peter Novick (That Noble Dream: The "Objectivity Question" and the American Historical Profession [1988]) and others have shown, historians living
in the shadow of Hitler and Stalin were passionately committed to the
survival of the "Free World," including American democracy and the
"American character." The Cold War, McCarthyism, urbanization, a
rapidly rising standard of living, and many other changes in.American
life revived interest in the nature of American values and characteristics-values and characteristics that had been observed long before
Turner came on the scene. Among other things, the Cold War rejuvenated the American sense of mission and the national mania for
economic growth.
The independence movement that swept through Africa and other
parts of the world after World War II also forced historians to think
anew about what was special about the American experience and what
the United States had to teach the rest of the world~ The United States,
after all, had escaped from colonialism, produced a stable democratic
government, rapidly industrialized, and provided a comfortable standard of living to most of its inhabitants. These became the goals of all
former European colonies. Not surprisingly, in the 1950s and 1960s a
large number of American historians (the "Commonwealth School")
studied the role of the American states in promotiI).g economic growth
and development. Others, including such notables as David Potter and
Daniel Boorstin, were preoccupied with "American character" and would
have been had Frederick Jackson Turner never lived.
If the West has been "myth bound," so has the rest of the nation.
And unless we connect western history to larger patterns in the American experience, we can never understand the region's history. The
failure to place western history in a broader context has prompted the
charge that the "Old Western Historians"-who are seldom identified
and never allowed to speak for themselves-somehow captured the
past and held it hostage. Professor Limerick comes close to saying that
this was part of a conspiracy: "Sometimes restrained in voicing their
discontent [with the field's ruling establishment], any number of western historians chafed under the dominance of the Restored Old Western
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History" (p. 64). Who chafed and why is never spelled out, but perhaps
this sense of repression is why she concedes that the NWH "has some
of the qualities of a showdown, with the Old and the New taking aim
at each other from opposite ends of Main Street" (p. 61). That confrontational tone is most obvious in Worster's essay. New Western
Historians-like the New Left historians of the 1960s and 1970s-are
far more concerned with ideology and the search for a "usable past"
than were earlier western historians. But it is one thing to say that
"old" western historians did too much to celebrate the past and promote economic growth, or even that they unwittingly justified the
existence of an unjust social order, and quite another to say (as Worster
does) that in the 1950s and 1960s "not a few western historians acted
as though they were charter members of the Chamber [of Commerce],"
or that that generation of historians sent their students into the archives
"to collect data and make footnotes," or that it was a generation "intellectually timid, long on footnotes and bibliography but short on
original ideas, especially short on uncommon or unconventional ideas"
(pp. 10, 13, 22-23).
Professor Worster calls for taking "alternative ideas seriously" and
for thinking "as rationally as possible about them." Unfortunately, he
fails to heed his own advice. We should encourage the expression of
bold and controversial ideas-such as Worster's proposal that historians "look at the past through the eyes of an American Indian" or "try
to examine human behavior from a nonhuman perspective-to look,
as it were, through the eyes of the rest of nature" (p. 24). But we should
discourage the attempt to discredit ideas through name-calling. Worster
pledges that the New Western History will not "offer cover for the
powers that be" and not "become subservient, by silence or consent,
to them." And he declares that western historians need to escape their
"subservient role of cheerleader or defender" (p. 24) and "perform
deliberately and thoughtfully the role of cultural analyst, even to the
point of presuming now and then to be a self-appointed moral conscience of their society" (p. 23). I admire Worster's passion and eloquence, but I also understand why many western historians feel more
of an obligation to the past than to the present. We should respect those
who do not find overarching theories convincing and who searchperhaps in vain-for some way to understand the past on its own
terms. Historians feel different obligations, both to their craft and to
the society they live in. Not all care to be, nor should we expect them
to be, social critics, and real dialogue requires a measure of humility
and forbearance on both sides. That, I think, is what worries critics
most about the NWH. Anger and passion can produce great history.
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They can also produce an intellectual arrogance and condescension
that stifles creativity.
Western history exhibits most of the same strengths and weaknesses as the rest of American history. The history written today is
not necessarily more interesting, more "inclusive," or more relevant
to the present than the work of earlier generations. Politics, government, economics, and "great lives" are largely missing. They are also
missing from American history asa whole, but there. the battle lines
between the "old" and "new" seem to be fading. We are learning to
live with cultural diversity in the West and the nation, though the
process has been and will be painful. Can we learn to live with diversity
in our scholarly discourse? Or will we impose a new orthodoxy that
will limit our vision even more than Turner?
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